
UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE 
Farm Service Agency 

Washington, DC 20250 

 

For:  FFAS Employees 
 

66th Annual Secretary’s Honor Awards Program 

Approved by:  Associate Administrator for Operations and Management 

 
 

1  Overview 

 

A Background 
 

The Secretary’s Honor Award is the most prestigious U.S. Department of Agriculture 

(USDA) award presented by the Secretary of Agriculture, recognizing noteworthy 

accomplishments that significantly contribute to the advancement of USDA’s strategic goals, 

mission objectives, and overall management excellence. Employees at all grade levels are 

eligible for recognition. 
 

This year, the Secretary’s Award includes a new category (Category 12) that should be used 

for all individual and group nominations of solely external partners (for example, universities 

and conservation organizations).  The Under Secretary for the Farm and Foreign Agriculture 

Service (FFAS) can submit 1 nomination in Category 12, in addition to the nominations 

allocated for the respective Agencies in the other 11 categories.  Also new for 2014, one 

Honor Award recipient (either individual or group) will be selected as the contribution that 

most closely embodies this year’s theme. 
 

The theme for this year’s ceremony that will be held this fall is “Meeting the Challenges 

With New Opportunities”. 
 

B Purpose 
 

This notice: 
 

 informs all FFAS employees of the 66th Annual Secretary’s Honor Awards Program and 

of 2 new award categories  
 

 identifies the contact person for each Agency 
 

 provides the timelines for submitting nominations within each Agency. 

 

Note: All nominations shall be submitted by the Agency contact to Kedra Watts by e-mail 

to kedra.watts@wdc.usda.gov by 5 p.m. e.t. on Thursday, May 29, 2014. 

 

Disposal Date 

 

June 1, 2014 

Distribution 
 

All FAS, FSA, and RMA employees; State Offices 

relay to County Offices 
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2  Criteria 

 

A Eligibility 

 

Employees at all grade levels and contractors are eligible for recognition.   

 

Note: Nominations that include contractors must have the concurring signature of the 

respective contracting officer. 

 

B Contribution Period 

 

Agencies and external partners have up to 3 years from the conclusion of a given 

contribution to submit the contribution for consideration of an Honor Award, except 

Category 8, “Awards for Heroism and Emergency Response” that must have occurred within 

the last year. 

 

C Categories 

 

The 2014 Secretary’s Honor Award categories are as follow.  Exhibit 1 provides specific 

criteria for each of the award categories.  Category 12 is new this year and should be used for 

all individual and group nominations of solely external partners (for example, universities 

and conservation organizations).  The Under Secretary for FFAS can submit 1 nomination for 

Category 12, in addition to the nominations from FAS, FSA, and RMA, in the other 

11 categories.  Also new for 2014, 1 Honor Award recipient (either individual or group) will 

be selected as the contribution that most closely embodies this year’s theme, “Meeting the 

Challenges With New Opportunities”. 

 

Category Award Title 

1 Secretary’s Honor Award for Enhancing the Economic Vitality and Quality of 

Life in Rural America 

2 Secretary’s Honor Award for Protecting Natural Resources 

3 Secretary’s Honor Award for Increasing Global Food Security 

4 Secretary’s Honor Award for Ensuring Access to Safe and Nutritious Food 

5 Secretary’s Honor Award for Management Excellence 

6 Secretary’s Honor Award for Personal and Professional Excellence 

7 Secretary’s Honor Award for Support Service 

8 Secretary’s Honor Award for Heroism and Emergency Response 

9 Secretary’s Honor Award for Diversity, Inclusion, and Outreach 

10 Secretary’s Honor Award for Labor-Management Collaboration 

11 Secretary’s Honor Award for Innovative Customer Service 

12 Secretary’s Honor Award for External Partnership 
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2  Criteria (Continued) 

 

D Nominations 

 

It is essential for nominations to clearly document the results and/or benefits of the 

contributions and accomplishments already attained, not projected.  Except for Category 8, 

Agencies and external partners have up to 3 years from the conclusion of a given 

contribution to submit the contribution for consideration of an Honor Award, so nominating 

officials are encouraged to defer submitting Honor Award nominations until new projects or 

programs have had sufficient time to demonstrate measurable and continuing success.  

Nominations that do not clearly document success in the justification will more than likely 

be returned to the Agency or external partner for resubmission at a later date. 

 

Group nominations are limited to a maximum of 20 employees, including a maximum 

of 2 group leaders.  It is important to include only individuals who have significantly 

contributed to the group’s accomplishments. 

 

Agencies may submit nominations according to the size of the organization, as follows: 

 

 Agencies with fewer than 1,000 employees may submit 2 nominations 

 Agencies with 1,000 to 10,000 employees may submit 4 nominations 

 Agencies with more than 10,000 employees may submit 6 nominations. 

 

Agencies within a mission area may not pool their total nominations so that 1 or the other 

Agency exceeds the total number of permitted nominations as described in this subparagraph. 

 

E Nominations Allocation  

 

Based on the Agency size criteria, the maximum nominations authorized are as follow: 

 

 Farm Service Agency (FSA), 6 nominations 

 Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS), 2 nominations 

 Risk Management Agency (RMA), 2 nominations 

 FFAS, 1 nomination for Category 12. 

 

F Completing AD-495 

 

The Secretary’s Honor Awards Nomination Form, AD-495 (Exhibit 2), that includes 

instructions for submitting a nomination, is available online at 

http://www.ocio.usda.gov/document/ad-495. 

 

Read the AD-495 instructions completely.   

 

Note: The supplemental Excel spreadsheet (Exhibit 3) referenced in the AD-495, “General 

Instructions” section will be completed by the agency contact (subparagraph 3 A) 

after the final nominations have been selected by the Agency. 
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2  Criteria (Continued) 

 

F Completing AD-495 (Continued) 

 

The nominator and recommending official cannot be the same individual.  The 

recommending official must be an individual of a higher level than the nominator.  

 

Note: There is 1 important change to the clearance process.  Nominations that include 

contractors as team members must have the concurring signature of the respective 

contracting officer. 

 

The Human Resources Director, Agency Head, and Under Secretary signatures in AD-495, 

Section 10, as applicable, will be obtained by the Agency contact (subparagraph 3 A) after 

the final nominations have been selected by the Agency. 

 

Note: Only nominations submitted on AD-495’s (04/2014) will be accepted.  Nominations 

submitted on older AD-495 versions will be returned to the nominator for correction. 

 

G Photograph Requirements 

 

Each nomination package must include 1 clear, crisp, JPEG digital image appropriate to use 

in the PowerPoint presentation at the ceremony. 

 

Acceptable image content includes the following: 

 

 individual nominee 

 

 team leader or leaders 

 

 entire team 

 

 nominee or nominees interacting with customers 

 

 nominee or nominees otherwise at work 

 

 clearly identified location (for example, the sign at the entrance to the National Forest or 

other identifiable location). 
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2  Criteria (Continued) 

 

H Nomination Package Checklist 

 

The following 4 items must be included in the nomination package: 

 

 unscanned, electronically completed AD-495 

 PDF of AD-495, including the completed “Clearance” section 

 Excel spreadsheet with nominee or nominees information 

 JPEG image. 

 

I File Naming Conventions 

 

Each submission will consist of 4 electronic files.  They must be named consistently to 

ensure they are properly associated with the correct nomination package.  File names should 

start with the category number, then the Agency, and then the individual or team name. 

 

Example: Files submitted for Category 2, by RMA, for John Jones would be named as 

follows: 

 

 02RMAJones.pdf (original, electronically completed AD-495, unscanned) 

 

 02RMAJonesSigned.pdf (scanned AD-495 with all signatures in the 

“Clearance” section) 

 

 02RMAJonesExcel.xlsx (completed Excel spreadsheet) 

 

 02RMAJones.jpeg (photograph). 

 

J Submitting Nomination Packets 

 

Each Agency contact will obtain the HRD, Agency Head, and Under Secretary signatures in 

AD-495, Section 10, as applicable, complete the Excel spreadsheet, that was provided to 

Agency contacts under separate cover, for each final nomination, and submit the final 

nominations with all 4 items according to subparagraphs H and I to Kedra Watts by e-mail to 

kedra.watts@wdc.usda.gov by 5 p.m. e.t. on Thursday, May 29, 2014. 
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3  Contacts 

 

A Agency Contacts 

 

Contacts for each Agency are as follows, and shall be contacted with any questions: 

 

 FAS nominations shall be sent to Joyce Hernandez, by e-mail to 

joyce.hernandez@fas.usda.gov, by 5 p.m. e.t. on Friday, May 16, 2014 

 

 RMA nominations shall be sent to Pamela Steed, by e-mail to 

pamela.steed@rma.usda.gov, by 5 p.m. e.t. on Friday, May 16, 2014. 

 

Note: FSA has established an internal nomination process for the Secretary’s Honor Award. 

 

B Final Nomination Contact 

 

The Agency contacts may contact Kedra Watts by either of the following: 

 

 e-mail to kedra.watts@wdc.usda.gov  

 telephone at 202-401-0678. 
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       Notice PM-2911 Exhibit 1 

 

The 66th Annual Secretary’s Honor Awards Categories and Criteria 

 

The 2014 Secretary’s Honor Award categories for this year’s theme, “Meeting the Challenges With 

New Opportunities”, are as follows. 

 

 Category 1 - Secretary’s Honor Award for Enhancing the Economic Vitality and Quality of 

Life in Rural America  

 

This category recognizes exceptional contributions in support of USDA’s Strategic Goal 1 and 

Priority Goal 3. 

 

Contributions should be described so as to specify the impact on rural communities, and the 

furtherance of USDA’s Strategic Goal 1/Priority Goal 3 and their related objectives.  The 

description should include pertinent measures and an account of the initiative and/or 

resourcefulness demonstrated by the contributors.  It should also describe what makes the 

accomplishment truly unique or exceptional. 

 

 Category 2 – Secretary’s Honor Award for Protecting Natural Resources 

 

This category recognizes exceptional contributions in support of USDA’s Strategic Goal 2 and 

Priority Goal 2. 

 

Contributions should be described so as to specify the impact on the Nation’s forests, farms, 

ranches, grasslands, wetlands and/or water resources, and the furtherance of USDA’s Strategic 

Goal 2/Priority Goal 2 and their related objectives.  The description should include pertinent 

measures and an account of the initiative and/or resourcefulness demonstrated by the 

contributors.  It should also describe what makes the accomplishment truly unique or 

exceptional. 

 

 Category 3 – Secretary’s Honor Award for Increasing Global Food Security 

 

This category recognizes exceptional contributions in support of USDA’s Strategic Goal 3. 

 

Contributions should be described so as to specify the impact on such things as promoting 

sustainable agricultural systems in the developing world, advancing science-based trade 

regulations, and the furtherance of other aspects of USDA’s Strategic Goal 3 and its related 

objectives.  The description should include pertinent measures and an account of the initiative 

and/or resourcefulness demonstrated by the contributors.  It should also describe what makes the 

accomplishment truly unique or exceptional. 
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The 66th Annual Secretary’s Honor Awards Categories and Criteria (Continued) 

 

 Category 4 – Secretary’s Honor Award for Ensuring Access to Safe and Nutritious Food 

 

This category recognizes exceptional contributions in support of USDA’s Strategic Goal 4 and 

Priority Goal 1. 

 

Contributions should be described so as to specify the impact on the quality and availability of 

nutritious food for eligible persons in need, and the furtherance of other aspects of USDA’s 

Strategic Goal 4/Priority Goal 1 and their related objectives.  The description should include 

pertinent measures and an account of the initiative and/or resourcefulness demonstrated by the 

contributors.  It should also describe what makes the accomplishment truly unique or 

exceptional.   

 

 Category 5 – Secretary’s Honor Award for Management Excellence  

 

This category recognizes exceptional accomplishments in support of one or more of the nine 

Management Initiatives in the USDA Strategic Plan, and/or one or more of the three primary 

components of the USDA Blueprint for Stronger Service:  Budgetary Challenges, Cultural 

Transformation, and the Administrative Solutions Project.  The relative span of control or 

influence of the individual or team nominees will be taken into consideration, such that a small 

field office which implemented innovative cost-saving measures at the local level will be 

evaluated on equal footing with a headquarters-level organization which implemented a more 

comprehensive cost-savings approach on an agency-wide basis. 

 

Contributions should be described so as to specify the impact on such things as increasing 

efficiencies and alignment, transforming the culture of the Department, improving outreach, 

optimizing IT policies and applications, significantly reducing overhead costs, implementing 

strategic process improvement, and/or the furtherance of other aspects of USDA’s Management 

Initiatives or Blueprint, and their related objectives.  The description should include pertinent 

measures and an account of the initiative and/or resourcefulness demonstrated by the 

contributors.  It should also describe what makes the accomplishment truly unique or 

exceptional, and how it serves as a model within the respective agency or across agency lines, as 

applicable. 

 

 Category 6 - Secretary’s Honor Award for Personal and Professional Excellence 

 

This category recognizes individuals and teams who have demonstrated an exceptional level of 

accomplishment in furthering the mission of USDA in areas that are not specifically included in 

the first five categories.  It includes notable achievements in such program areas as scientific 

research, economic analysis, risk management, farm program delivery, or any other mission-

related activity of USDA.   

 

Contributions should be described so as to specify the impact on the particular mission-related 

program or activity, and/or the customers served.  The description should include pertinent 

measures and an account of the initiative and/or resourcefulness demonstrated by the 

contributors.  It should also describe what makes the accomplishment truly unique or 

exceptional. 
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The 66th Annual Secretary’s Honor Awards Categories and Criteria (Continued) 

 

 Category 7 - Secretary’s Honor Award for Support Service 

 

This category recognizes employees who demonstrate an exceptional level of accomplishment in 

providing administrative support.  This category includes employees in administrative and 

clerical occupations, usually GS-9 or equivalent and below, whose dedication and contributions 

enhance management excellence.  Achievements include, but are not limited to, such things as 

dollar savings, system benefits, increased productivity, and improved procedures or techniques. 

 

Contributions should be described so as to specify the impact on the particular administrative 

program or activity, and/or the customers served.  The description should include any pertinent 

measures and an account of the initiative and/or resourcefulness demonstrated by the 

contributors.  It should also describe what makes the accomplishment truly unique or 

exceptional. 

 

 Category 8 – Secretary’s Honor Award for Heroism and Emergency Response 

 

This award recognizes USDA employees who perform acts of unusual selflessness or heroism in 

the line of duty.  The category also recognizes those who demonstrate an exceptional level of 

accomplishment in responding to floods, fires, storms, earthquakes, disease outbreaks, or other 

conditions requiring emergency response. 

 

 Category 9 - Secretary’s Honor Award for Diversity, Inclusion and Outreach 

 

This award recognizes employees who demonstrate exceptional commitment to the value of 

diversity and outreach in USDA, and the furtherance of USDA workforce diversity and inclusion 

objectives.   The category includes demonstrating significant progress in the workforce 

demographics of an agency or staff office, and to enhancing access to USDA services for the 

communities we serve. 

 

Contributions should be described so as to specify its impact on the particular community or 

agency and USDA as a whole, and the furtherance of outreach or workforce diversity and 

inclusion objectives.  Nominations for USDA diversity and inclusion will be based on several 

areas, including having created a singularly welcoming and inclusive work environment, success 

in leading and enhancing diversity and inclusion efforts, actively promoting and enhancing the 

diversity and inclusion goals of cultural transformation, and effecting positive change where the 

contributions serve to benefit the entire USDA workforce.  Nominations for contributions 

specific to outreach must describe the under-served community’s programmatic challenges, and 

will include accomplishments related, but not limited, to such things as the following: (1) 

improving the viability and profitability of small and beginning farmers and ranchers, (2) 

improving access to USDA programs for historically underserved communities, (3) improving 

agricultural opportunities for farm workers, and (4) closing the professional achievement gap by 

providing opportunities to talented and diverse young people to support the agricultural industry 

in the 21st century.  All nominations should describe what makes the accomplishment truly 

unique or exceptional. 
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The 66th Annual Secretary’s Honor Awards Categories and Criteria (Continued) 

 

 Category 10 – Secretary’s Honor Award for Labor-Management Collaboration 

 

This award recognizes labor-management groups that achieve exceptional results through 

positive, productive, and collaborative relationships between USDA as an employer and labor 

organizations.  These relationships represent the interests of USDA employees under the Federal 

Service Labor-Management Relations Statute in one or more of the following areas: 

 

Labor-Management Relationship - exceptional contributions by labor-management groups by (1) 

engaging meaningfully and pre-decisionally in workplace matters to the fullest extent 

practicable; (2) obtaining high quality results in the resolution of issues outside of statutory, 

regulatory, contractual procedures; (3) strengthening the relationship through good faith 

bargaining; (4) resolving disputes in ways that increase mutual respect; (5) dealing effectively 

and efficiently with one another; (6) sharing information expeditiously and fully; (7) devoting 

appropriate resources to the development/ maintenance of the relationship; (8) reducing disputes 

through positive negotiated agreements; (9) demonstrating exceptional contributions by labor-

management groups to the material improvement of employee morale and engagement; and/or 

(10) demonstrating exceptional contributions by labor-management groups to the material 

improvement of mission delivery and service. 

 

Contributions should be described to specify the impact on the labor-management relationship, 

employee satisfaction/engagement, and mission delivery/service, as applicable.  The description 

should include any pertinent measures and an account of the initiative and/or resourcefulness 

demonstrated by the contributors.  It should also describe what makes the accomplishment truly 

unique or exceptional. 

 

 Category 11 – Secretary’s Honor Award for Innovative Customer Service 

 

This category recognizes individuals and teams who have demonstrated an exceptional level of 

accomplishment and innovation in serving their customers.  The relative span of control or 

influence of the individual or team nominees will be taken into consideration, such that a small 

field office which implemented innovative customer service measures at the local level will be 

evaluated on equal footing with a headquarters-level organization which implemented a more 

comprehensive customer service initiative on an agency-wide basis. 

 

Contributions should be described so as to specify the specific challenges to customer service, 

and the impact of the innovation on the customers served.  The description should include any 

pertinent measures and an account of the initiative and/or resourcefulness demonstrated by the 

contributors.  It should also describe what makes the accomplishment truly unique or 

exceptional, and how it serves as a model within the respective agency or across agency lines. 
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The 66th Annual Secretary’s Honor Awards Categories and Criteria (Continued) 

 

 Category 12 – Secretary’s Honor Award for External Partnership 

 

Nominations for External Partnership must be sponsored by and cleared through the respective 

Under or Assistant Secretary. 

 

This award recognizes the exceptional contributions of USDA’s external partners, particularly in 

terms of how the contributions enhance innovation, productivity and efficiency in program 

delivery, and leverage federal funding to the benefit of USDA’s customers, the external partner 

and USDA. This category should be used for all individual and group nominations of solely 

external partners (e.g., universities and conservation organizations). 

 

Contributions should be described so as to specify the impact on the particular USDA mission-

related program or activity, and/or the customers served.  The description should include 

pertinent measures and an account of the initiative and/or resourcefulness demonstrated by the 

contributors.  It should also describe what makes the accomplishment truly unique or 

exceptional. 
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Example of AD-495 

 

The following is an example of AD-495, Secretary’s Honor Awards Nomination that is available 

online at http://www.ocio.usda.gov/document/ad-495.  Only AD-495 (04/2014) will be accepted. 
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Example of AD-495 (Continued) 
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Example of AD-495 (Continued) 
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Example of AD-495 (Continued) 
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Example of AD-495 (Continued) 
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Example of AD-495 (Continued) 
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Example of Supplemental Excel Spreadsheet 

 

The following is an example of the Excel spreadsheet that was provided to the Agency contacts 

under separate cover. 
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